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One of the first issues tackled by Uruguayan President Jorge Batlle was human rights, especially the
thorny and unresolved problems related to the forced disappearances during the military regime
(1973-1985). Repression during the military regime in Uruguay was directed against a cross-section
of society, from dissident members of the armed forces to students, political leaders, and union
activists. The exact number of people who were disappeared is difficult to confirm.
A congressional committee that investigated the cases of the disappeared following the return
to democracy said 164 Uruguayans 118 men, 38 women, and 8 children disappeared, 127 of them
in Argentina, 32 in Uruguay, three in Chile, and two in Paraguay. Besides those captured in the
country, however, many adults and children were brought from other Southern Cone countries as
part of Operation Condor, the joint effort by the region's de facto regimes to eliminate their political
enemies (see NotiSur, 1996-01-26, 1999-03-19).
Cooperation under Operation Condor included the transfer of political prisoners between countries
and the illegal adoption of infants born in captivity or young children kidnapped with their parents.
When former President Julio Maria Sanguinetti (1985-1990 and 1995-2000) took office in 1985,
marking the end of the dictatorship, the families of the victims of state terrorism tried unsuccessfully
to enlist the administration's help in learning the fate of their loved ones. An amnesty law, passed
in 1986 and ratified by voters in a 1989 plebiscite, ended the lawsuits against military and police
accused of human rights violations.
Nevertheless, the law called for the executive to investigate what happened and inform the families,
without holding anyone liable. No investigation took place during either of Sanguinetti's terms nor
during the term of Luis Alberto Lacalle (1990-95). Both presidents considered the matter closed by
the amnesty. Despite the lack of government support, the families of the disappeared, as well as
local human rights and political groups and trade unions, continued to demand that the truth about
the disappeared be made known.

Batlle takes new approach
During his campaign, Batlle raised the hopes of the families when he said that the lack of
investigation into the fate of the disappeared was "an outstanding debt by the government to
the Uruguayan people." With his efforts on behalf of the families of the disappeared, Batlle has
become the first Southern Cone president to recognize the existence of Operacion Condor. Batlle's
commitment to helping the nation come to terms with its past has paid off. Since taking office March
1, Batlle's approval ratings have been the highest of any post-dictatorship president in Uruguay.
Analysts attribute this to his willingness to uncover the ugly facts surrounding the forced
disappearances and especially to look into the whereabouts of children born to women in prison.
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Shortly after taking office, Batlle met with opposition leader Tabare Vazquez to discuss ways to heal
the wounds, left open for 15 years. The opposition has praised Batlle, saying he is the only Latin
American president to provide official and reliable information regarding any of the disappeared.
Vazquez said the Frente Amplio-Encuentro Progresista (FA-EP) coalition he heads is not trying
to find people to blame nor to jail anyone, that it respects the Ley de Caducidad that pardoned
the military. He said a solution might be a law that declares the disappeared officially dead and
approves reparations for the families.
But in an open letter, the families said they would never accept a government "decree" that their
loved ones are dead. They said any solution must answer "how, when, where, and why" their
relatives were disappeared. They said eight of the children at one time listed as disappeared have
been found alive, seven of them in Argentina and Chile.

President tries to find consensus
On April 12, Batlle began a round of meetings with the left, including former Tupamaro guerrilla
Jose Mujica, now a Frente Amplio senator, and with the families of the disappeared (Federacion de
Familiares de Detenidos Desaparecidos, FEDEFAM). This is the first time FEDEFAM representatives
have met with the government since the return of democracy, since both Lacalle and Sanguinetti
refused to meet with them.
On April 28, Batlle held a meeting in the Club Naval to seek the support of retired military officers.
He said he is firmly committed to finding a solution to the problem without ignoring its complexity.
On May 1, Carlos Ramela, Batlle's appointee to coordinate efforts regarding the disappeared, said
the government is confident it will find a satisfactory solution by the end of the month. Batlle's team
is considering three possibilities: a law to declare the disappeared officially dead which is rejected
by the relatives; financial reparations to the families; and a possible recognition by the government
of the disappearances that occurred during the dictatorship. "The third point is the one on which we
could agree, because what we want is moral reparation," said Fernando Miranda, son of one of the
disappeared.
"But the matter does not end there, we want an exhaustive investigation of each case. But we are
waiting for an official communique or a visit from the president." Raul Martinez, coordinator of
Servicio Paz y Justicia (SERPAJ), a human rights organization founded by Nobel laureate Adolfo
Perez Esquivel, has proposed a nine-point plan that includes "an investigation of all the disappeared
to be carried out by persons who can offer guarantees of objectivity." It calls for the government
to "condemn" the dictatorship and "state terrorism," and construct a monument in memory of
the disappeared. Congress would also review all training programs for police and military and
incorporate into public education "a true history" of the dirty war.

Granddaughter of Argentine poet found in Uruguay
In March, Batlle played a pivotal role in locating the granddaughter of Argentine poet Juan Gelman.
The woman, now 23 years old, was born in Uruguay and given for adoption to a policeman and his
wife. She has agreed to a DNA test to prove her relationship to Gelman. Gelman's son Marcelo and
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his wife Claudia Iruretagoyena were detained by the military in Buenos Aires in 1976. Juan Gelman
learned years later that Claudia had been taken to Uruguay before her child was born. Marcelo's
body was found in Argentina in 1990, but no trace of Claudia was found.
In 1997, Gelman went to Madrid to turn over a 250-page report regarding his efforts to find his
grandchild to Spanish Judge Baltasar Garzon, who is investigating human rights abuses by
the Argentine military (see NotiSur, 1999-11-12). A few months later, Gelman made a similar
presentation to Argentine Judge Adolfo Bagnasco, who is investigating illegal adoptions during the
military regime (see NotiSur, 1999-01-29, 2000-03-24).
Last year, Gelman began asking Uruguayan authorities to investigate whether any records existed
of Claudia giving birth to a child in the Military Hospital in Montevideo. When Sanguinetti failed
to respond, an international campaign by writers and artists pleaded his case. Sanguinetti finally
ordered an investigation, but wrote Gelman saying no information was found. He angrily accused
Gelman of acting in "bad faith" for raising the issue during the electoral campaign. In turn, Gelman
said Sanguinetti lied about the report.
When Batlle took office, he agreed to pursue the matter, and within weeks was able to confirm the
identity of the granddaughter. On May 8, Batlle said he had convinced 24-year-old Gerardo Vazquez
to submit to DNA testing to determine whether he is Simon Riquelo, son of Sara Mendez. For 15
years, Mendez, who is Uruguayan, waged an unsuccessful legal battle for genetic tests to determine
whether Vazquez is the son born to her during her captivity in 1976 in Buenos Aires. The child was
taken from her when he was 20 days old.
Until now, Vazquez had refused to be tested. A poll by Equipos/Mori released April 26 showed that
most Uruguayans support Batlle's policies regarding the disappeared, with 72% of respondents
saying the government "should investigate" what happened to the disappeared, and 67% saying
those responsible should be named. Only 18% of respondents said the matter "should be forgotten,"
and 22% oppose any investigation to determine those responsible. [Sources: Inter Press Service,
12/14/99, 03/31/00; Clarin (Argentina), 03/30/00, 04/01/00; CNN, 03/31/00, 05/08/00; Notimex,
04/03/00, 04/12/00, 05/08/00; Spanish news service EFE, 03/26/00, 03/28/00, 04/02/00, 04/11/00,
04/26/00, 04/28/00, 05/09/00]
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